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On Sept. 26, Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze began a 10-day trip in Latin America,
including stops in Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay and Cuba. The venture marks the first trip that a
Soviet foreign minister has ever made south of Mexico, and the high point of a year-long Soviet
diplomatic effort to develop closer ties with Latin American nations beyond Cuba and Nicaragua.
Shevardnadze's visit, which began in Brazil on Sept. 26, is also widely regarded as foreshadowing an
expected trip by Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, possibly next year. The interest in closer SovietLatin America ties is mutual. Thus far in 1987, governmental or parliamentary delegations from at
least a dozen countries in Central and South America have visited Moscow.
President Raul Alfonsin became the first Argentine head of state to visit Moscow in October of
last year. Among the results of the visits were the first Soviet cultural agreement with Guatemala
and its first trade agreement with Honduras. Last week, representatives from 14 Latin American
nations concluded an eight-day seminar in the Soviet capital on regional economic integration.
Shevardnadze first signaled stronger Soviet interest in the area with a low-key trip to Mexico in
1986.
Resource-rich Latin America could become a strong Soviet trade partner. At present, however,
Soviet-Latin American economic relations are at a low level. For instance, Soviet trade with Brazil
plummeted from $833 million in 1983 to $310 million last year. Even trade with Argentina, a longtime
supplier of wheat, has suffered in the last two years. The Argentine case is often cited as one in
which pragmatism on all sides has prevailed over political or ethical concerns.
Both the Soviet Union and Cuba made huge business deals with former Argentine military juntas
during the years of repression. As the Soviet Union's economic troubles grew, imports fell from
$3 billion in 1981 to $208 million in 1986. The biggest barrier to Soviet influence in the region is
financial. According to one Latin American diplomat quoted by the WASHINGTON POST, "What
we really need is aid, or at least a viable market for some of our goods. At the moment, Moscow
cannot offer much of either."
Next, for Latin American nations the Soviet overtures offer a means to move away from what some
see as excessive and longstanding US influence in the region. According to Cole Blasier, political
science professor at the University of Pittsburgh, "The democratic countries of Latin America are
greatly intrigued by glasnost...The Brezhnev regime was no alternative to the US. Gorbachev is
appealing because he provides an alternative, a counterbalance to the influence of the United
States." "The most important countries, of course, are Argentina and, especially, Brazil," says Jiri
Valenta, director of Miami University's Institute of Soviet and East European Studies. "The Soviets
believe in Nixon's remark that the way of Brazil will be the way of the continent." "In the past, the
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Soviet Union saw the Latin American countries as part of the US empire," Valenta said. "Soviet
policy is to encourage a drift toward independence away from the United States."
A diplomat with several years of experience in the Soviet Union, quoted by the NEW YORK TIMES,
said: "At first it was as if Latin America was Nicaragua only. They painted the rest with a very
wide brush." Cuba, as part of the Soviet bloc, he said, is never discussed in the context of Latin
America. But now the Russians are "modernizing" their foreign policy, he said. "There is an active
interest in other places and topics." One such topic is Latin America's huge foreign debt with the
West, which officials said, always comes up in diplomatic conversations. Moscow's position is
that it is not possible to pay the debt "and they are very strident in supporting the most radical
options," one regional official said. Shevardnadze goes to Buenos Aires for two days of talks on
Sept. 30 with President Alfonsin and other senior officials, followed by two days of rest in Mendoza.
After two days in Uruguay, he will make a stop in Cuba. (Basic data from NEW YORK TIMES,
WASHINGTON POST, 09/27/87; several reports by PRENSA LATINA)
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